
III. History of College Church and Church Planting
College Church was organized in 1861 by Jonathan Blanchard, the first president of Wheaton College. A New England Congregationalist, Blanchard had a clear vision for evangelical cooperation in gospel work and social reform. He named the church he gathered on the campus of Wheaton College "The First Church of Christ in Wheaton." Blanchard insisted that the church go on public record with its opposition to slavery and secret societies and its support for temperance. 

The First Church of Christ was affiliated with the Congregational Association of Illinois, a relationship that gave the church full autonomy over its internal affairs. True to Blanchard’s convictions, the church took a strong public stand against slavery, liquor, secret societies, tobacco and drug use, and such worldly amusements as dancing, card-playing and theater attendance. It also played a prominent role in banning the sale of alcoholic beverages in Wheaton.

Since people came to the college from many places, Blanchard envisioned a church rooted in evangelical Christianity but tolerant of some diversity. Those who professed faith in Christ and embraced five general covenants and nine articles of faith commonly held by 19th-century evangelicals could apply for membership. The by-laws did not specify a particular mode of baptism, nor did the early membership covenants explicitly require baptism for membership. 

In 1878, differences over leadership and the stance against secret societies led to a reorganization of the church. A group left and assumed the name First Congregational Church of Wheaton. (Thirty years later, this congregation became the nucleus of First Presbyterian Church of Wheaton.) Those who continued to endorse Blanchard’s leadership took the name The College Church of Christ in Wheaton. The first pastor of the reorganized congregation was Charles Blanchard, son of Jonathan, soon to be chosen the second president of Wheaton College. 

Shared statements of faith as well as shared facilities indicated the close ties between College Church and Wheaton College. Wheaton College’s first chapel served as the church’s first facilities. The church and the college next cooperated to build Pierce Chapel, a larger facility on the college campus that was better suited to both groups’ needs. In 1935 College Church sold its interest in Pierce Chapel to Wheaton College and erected its own sanctuary across the street. Growth soon mandated expansion, and an addition was completed in 1961. A new sanctuary was dedicated at the end of 1992, and a multi-purpose facility was completed in 2001.

From the outset, College Church had a commitment to outreach at home and abroad. Jonathan Blanchard left a legacy of engagement with the culture. Others soon added a strong dedication to foreign missions, nurtured from 1891 by the Women’s Missionary Society (now Missionary Prayer Fellowship). In recent years, College Church’s goal has been to devote half of its budget to missions.

During the Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy of the 1920s, some members of College Church became concerned when the Congregational Church opened merger discussions with the Universalist Association. Although nothing came of these talks, in 1929 anxiety about the drift toward theological liberalism among Congregationalists prompted a congregational vote about withdrawing from the Illinois Congregational Association. By a majority of three, College Church members opted to retain their affiliation. More than 100 members withdrew and organized Wheaton College Independent Church. A few years later, that congregation took the name Wheaton Bible Church.

In the late 1940s, the Congregational Church again anticipated mergers and ecumenical involvements that troubled members of College Church. This time, there was no controversy. The membership voted easily to sever the church’s ties to the state association and to exist as an independent church. College Church affiliated with the National Association of Evangelicals, a cooperative body established in 1942 as a venue through which evangelical independent congregations and small denominations could find a common public voice.

In 1963, the members of College Church of Christ in Wheaton voted to change their name to College Church in Wheaton. They took this step to avoid confusion with the Churches of Christ, a denomination with different roots and traditions from those that shaped College Church. 

In the late 1970s, with the coming of R. Kent Hughes as pastor, College Church entered a period of rapid expansion. Increased ministerial staff nurtured the growth of new ministries and necessitated expanded facilities and new ministerial and support staff. An internship program exposed potential ministers to the church’s philosophy of ministry, and Pastor Hughes developed annual preaching workshops that expanded College Church’s visibility among evangelicals nationwide. 

College Church’s self-description captures its historic commitments and ongoing resolve: “God’s people joyfully proclaiming Christ’s glory among the nations.” 

A Brief History of Church Planting at College Church

Holy Trinity Church—Chicago 

May 3, 1998 was an historic day for College Church.  That Sunday College Church’s vision for church planting first became a reality.  Pastors David Helm and Jon Dennis, along with 33 other adults and their children, were founded as Holy Trinity Church (HTC) and commissioned to plant an urban church in Chicago dedicated to professing the gospel of Jesus Christ to the poor, the university, the neighborhood, the city and the world.  It was truly a joyous day, as Pastor R. Kent Hughes preached in the morning “founding” service and Rev. Dick Lucas in the evening “sending” one, with both preachers calling this new church to this task.  HTC held its first public service on June 20 of this same year at The Graham Taylor Chapel.  Ironically or providentially the Chapel was once the national seminary for the 4 C’s denomination (the “mother” denomination of College Church) and there is a ship (very similar to College Church’s logo) over the entrance to the building.             

HTC has planted three additional congregations at various stages of maturity.  Besides the Hyde Park congregation led by David Helm and Arthur Jackson, there is also the Downtown congregation led by Jon Dennis (founded in 2003), the Westside congregation lead by Oscar Leiva and Jon Nielson (founded in 2008), and the Northside congregation lead by Tom Barrett (founded in 2009).  By God’s grace, these diverse churches and leaders—through ministries like Hope for Chicago and Christian Business Focus—have helped bring the gospel to Chicago.

Two other strategic ways HTC seeks to bring the Word to the world are The Chicago Partnership for Church Planting and the Charles Simeon Trust.  The Chicago Partnership for Church Planting—which works with Moody Church and Park Community—exists to partner with churches to plant new churches in and from great global cities of the world.  The Trust, birthed in College Church in 1994 and founded in 2001, is dedicated to training pastors in biblical exposition.  In 2008, CST ran 13 regional workshops, including one in Nairobi Kenya.   

Christ the King—Batavia 

On September 9, 2001, two days before September 11, Christ the King Church (CtK) held it first church service at old Holy Cross Church (now called Shannon Hall, where the church still meets today).  A year earlier, Pastor Ken Carr, a pastor in Iowa, and Pastor Douglas O’Donnell, a founding member of Holy Trinity Church, came to College Church to cast a vision for this second plant.  A few months later, 30 adults and 20 children formed the core of this new church in Batavia, a far Western suburb.  In 2006, Pastor O’Donnell returned to College Church to start the third church plant.  Soon after, Pastor Jeff Holwerda took his place, continuing to serve as the church’s Associate Pastor.    

Throughout its history, CtK has held to its purpose statement of being “a reaching, teaching church, fueled by God’s word and focused on Jesus Christ.”  Since its inception CtK has been centered on teaching God’s people his Word.  Thus, they continue to offer Sunday school for all ages, men’s and women’s Bible studies, Life Groups, and a weekly prayer meeting.  Moreover, this teaching church is a reaching church.  Each Sunday night they host an AWANA program, which draws up to 80 children from the surrounding area.  CtK also supports 8 missionaries. CtK hopes to continue to grow in grace and godliness and perseverance for the pleasure and glory of God.

New Covenant Church—Naperville 

In Vision 2000, Pastor R. Kent Hughes and College Church envisioned planting three new churches in the Chicagoland area in the next ten years.  New Covenant Church (NCC) is the fulfillment of that dream.  Pastors Douglas O’Donnell and Andrew Fulton, along with 55 founding members, had their first “private” service in Little Theatre at Naperville Central High School on June 1, 2008.  In early 2009 they hope to hold their first “public” service at Wentz Concert Hall on the campus of North Central College.  God’s provision of this Hall will be an answer to many years of prayer and preparation.  NCC hopes, as the church continues to grow, that the vision of the church would soon come to fruition:  Christ preached from all Scriptures, love extended unto the church, city, and the world, and lives deeply transformed by the power of the gospel.  
Today’s Vision 
With Vision 2000 a reality, by God’s grace, we now embark upon our next church planting objective. Here it is: To establish three new churches in the next nine years in communities with significant gospel need in the greater Chicago area. The reasons for this vision are simple. First, church planting is an integral part of who we are. As stated in our initiatives, “[We are] committed to planting churches.” Second, church planting is among the most effective means of drawing unbelievers into the church. Third, God has blessed College Church with significant resources of people, funding, and expertise in order to effectively plant churches. 

People sometimes ask, “What kind of churches are we looking to plant? We don’t want to carbon copy ourselves. Because communities in the Chicago area have great cultural variety, our plants must be willing to embrace different forms. However, even with such diversity of styles, the churches we plant will remain committed to the pillar values, ministry initiatives and doctrinal statement of College Church. 

